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This book has taken us through the fascinating history of the Indian performing arts in Singapore. The development and spectacular 
growth of the Indian arts in Singapore have mirrored 
the economic developments in Singapore.
From very slow beginnings of the hardworking 
pioneering artistes, some institutions have grown 
dramatically and have become landmark cultural 
institutions, well known to Singaporeans and arts 
connoisseurs in India, especially the cognoscenti in 
the cultural capital of Chennai in the South. In the 
early days prior to independence, both local and new 
Indian immigrants were starved for opportunities 
to learn Indian classical music and dance, and to 
witness performances. Fifty years later, not only is 
Singapore a successful, gleaming economic pearl, 
but alongside, it has also developed a thriving 
ecological system of Indian artistes, teachers, 
institutions, temples and other enablers. 
These efforts and activities have mutually reinforced 
each other, and made it easy today for a fan of the 
Indian fine arts to find a highly qualified teacher in 
almost every neighbourhood in Singapore, and to 
witness some quality performances by both local 
and visiting artistes in venues across the country and 
around the year. No longer do artistes have to wait 
for Navarathiri for that chance to practise their art 
in front of an interested audience in a temple. They 
can write for grants, they can collaborate with other 
artistes from their own institutions and others, they 
can learn other art forms and attempt contemporary 
experiments, they can attend regular workshops 
from visiting masters, and they can enjoy and 
participate in inspiring feasts of music and dance 
in splendid, modern venues with the best acoustics 
and lighting systems in the world, all around the 
year. With air travel becoming more accessible and 
travel grant offered by the NAC, artistes can take 







choreograph, compose or to conduct a workshop in 
Singapore has become a highly sought after one for 
artistes in India, not just for the glamour of a foreign 
performance, but for the high quality of discerning 
rasikas and experienced Gurus and performers in 
the Singaporean audience. Artistes from India too 
have “upped their game”, presenting new formats of 
music and dance, enabled by sophisticated venues 
in Singapore and professional event managers, 
which rival the best in the world. The development 
of Indian arts in Singapore has had a salutary effect 
not just on its votaries among local Indians, but on 
the larger arts scene in Singapore, and perhaps 
even on the modernisation of the arts scene in 
India, especially in Chennai.
Each chapter in this book has already provided a 
short summary of its contents. In this concluding 
chapter, we describe the emergence of some 
dominant themes across the book, a glimpse into the 
potential of the future and some recommendations 
for all those interested in the continued growth of 
the Indian performing arts scene.
 
doMINANt theMeS
The guiding motto of the Singapore Indian Fine 
Arts Society (SIFAS), Singapore’s oldest surviving 
Indian cultural institution, 66 years of age today, 
has been “Kala Samskrithi Lakshanam”, a Sanskrit 
saying that roughly translates as “Art characterises 
civilisation”. That has been a dominant theme 
throughout the book. From the early immigrants to 
more recent ones, generations have struggled with 
the integration into a global metropolis, while holding 
on to the cultural roots that give them a fundamental 
sense of self and being. The arts of Indian classical 
music and dance are deeply intertwined into our 
daily life, not just in religious activities, but also 
social and cultural ones like harvest festivals, 
weddings, celebrations and launches of anniversary 
celebrations. When an immigrant Indian parent 
wants her son or daughter to remain rooted in Indian 
culture, the easiest way of accomplishing that is to 
enrol them in a music or dance class. From ways 
of dressing, to ways of treating elders and teachers 
with respect, to learning about Indian epics and 
literature, to celebrating special events like Guru 
Purnima, Saraswati Puja, and Vijayadasami with 
music and dance, to being exposed to a wide 
variety of languages and sub-cultures across the 
subcontinent, training in the Indian arts can provide 
that holistic cultural education to complement the 
academic learning of the theory and practice of the 
art forms themselves.
Dr. Liu Thai Ker, the second Chairman of the NAC, 
and a keen observer of the arts scene in Singapore, 
pointed out how Indians in Singapore seamlessly 
wove the arts into their daily lives, and how that 
could be an example for everyone in Singapore - to 
treat the arts as something to be lived in everything 
that we do in our professional and personal lives.
Throughout the historical chapters, and stories of 
some of the struggles of artistes, that has been a 
dominant theme - the Indian arts have given a sense 
of identity and rootedness to Indians here. They 
continue, even while competing with all the 
distractions of the modern world.
Another theme has been the roles of the institutions, 
in particular the temples and Government 
institutions in sustaining and indeed breathing life 
into the fledgling arts scene in early Singapore, 
both before and after independence. Where the 
temples sustained the culture with their resident 
nadaswaram and thavil player, and the Navarathiri 
and Kumbhabhishegam festivals which were 
the forerunners of today’s curated and ticketed 
festivals, the Government stepped in bountifully in 
later years. The Arts Housing Scheme, performance 
grants, the Tote Board grants, the conduct of music 
and dance competitions, subsidies for workshops 
by masters and many other programmes have been 
a huge boon to Indian arts students, performers 
and institutions.
A third theme has been the overwhelming 
influence of the ‘Big 4’ institutions of SIFAS, 
Nrityalaya/Bhaskar’s Arts Academy, Apsaras 
Arts and the Temple of Fine Arts in providing the 
basic infrastructure – of regular courses of music 
and dance, of full time employed teachers, and 
of regular performance opportunities locally and 
abroad. These four institutions have proved to be 
a springboard for the rest of Singapore. The artistic 
lives of many independent artistes and institutions 
outside the ‘Big 4’ have been deeply influenced and 
enhanced because of their associations with the 




A fourth theme is that despite the emerging 
popularity of Hindustani music and relatively rarer 
(for Singapore) forms of dance such as Odissi, and 
Kathak, Carnatic vocal music and Bharatanatyam 
continue to be the default choice of art form for 
most young students. Most of the multi-disciplinary 
institutions continue to experience the greatest 
numbers in these two forms of the arts, which 
emanate primarily from Tamil Nadu, the state that 
provided Singapore and South East Asia with its 
largest number of immigrants from India.
A fifth theme that emerged, though more subtly, 
is that, like with the arts everywhere in the world, 
but perhaps more so in Singapore, contemplating 
a full time career in the Indian arts as a performer 
is fraught with difficulty. An interview with the late 
K.P. Bhaskar, who founded the highly successful 
Bhaskar’s Arts Academy way back in 1952, on the 
tributeSG website was telling. He said that every 
performance lost money, and this was something 
he had learnt to live with. The teaching activities 
of the arts institutions underwrite all performance 
activities. Unless there are generous sponsors and 
patrons of the arts, both of which happily have been 
a vital life-giving force for many Singaporean Indian 
institutions’ performance activities, the arts cannot 
survive. 
 
The arts are not learnt in a vacuum, simply to 
achieve some certification in annual exams. The 
artiste needs to perform before a live audience, to 
fully develop her own art form. The idea of “rasa” 
or connecting to the audience emotionally is an 
important defining, aesthetic principle of the Indian 
performing arts. But organising performances for a 
ticket buying audience is a highly risky proposition 
for a promoter, especially when the arts are the 
“complex” forms of Indian classical music and 
dance which require a trained ear and eye to enjoy 
in its entirety at multiple levels of expression. 
For the Indian arts, there is also the very challenging 
competition from popular music and dance based 
on films. Ever since their inception, popular Indian 
films have been carried on the backbone of song 
and dance sequences. While the music and dance 
in movies of the older generations used to be 
heavily influenced by their classical forms, these 
arts in today’s movies hardly bear a resemblance 
to those traditions. Thus, the Indian classical 
arts performances need to compete with the 
mass and easy appeal of these other art forms 
of film-based music and dance which are fuelled 
by million dollar budgets. A music fan who may 
think nothing of paying $100 to attend the live 
performance of a movie “playback” singer, often 
balks at attending even a free performance by a 
highly accomplished classical musician. 
A final theme is a latent one, one that did not find 
direct expression in any of the interviews. The 
Indian arts have played a huge, continuing 
role in integrating new Indian immigrants into 
life in Singapore – new immigrants and native 
Singaporeans regularly learn side by side, perform 
together, and collaborate and partner with each 
other in a variety of artistic endeavours. This is a 
welcome side effect of the development of these 
great arts institutions in Singapore, that they 
have enabled an easy, almost seamless way of 
integrating new arrivals, in a way that has proved 
more difficult perhaps in other areas of daily life 
in Singapore. There are local and international 
schools, heartland and city areas, local and foreign 
companies, but with the Indian arts activities, 
there is never a separation of local and foreign 
or a reckoning of the number of generations that 
someone has been a Singaporean. The arts are 
about the best way there is to effect integration 
of all the varied components of Singaporean 
society and the Indian arts have been especially 
instrumental in achieving that for the Indian 
community.
The story of the Indian arts in Singapore has been 
a huge success on the teaching side. There are 
full time teachers of all the arts forms, making a 
decent living on fees alone. On the performance 
side, there has been tremendous progress in both 
the quality and quantity of performances, but they 
continue to be subsidised by government grants, 
and generous corporate endowments. The 
development of a paying audience for the Indian 
arts continues to be a challenge, even fifty years 
later. This phenomenon of course, is not unique 
to the Indian arts scene in Singapore. It remains 
a global challenge for practitioners of the “fine art” 





Our interviews and our experiences in putting 
together Kala Manjari also revealed some emerging 
trends which look to be long lasting.
First, there is the rapidly growing emergence of the 
North Indian forms of music and dance. While the 
early Indian residents and immigrants in Singapore 
tended to be primarily Tamil speakers, the last 
two decades have seen waves of immigration 
from around the subcontinent. Interest is growing 
in Hindustani music, in Kathak and in other non-
South Indian art forms like Odissi. Interestingly 
though, it is not just North Indians who are learning 
these art forms; a large number of South Indians 
too are enrolled in these classes, in addition to, or 
substituting the traditional South Indian forms.
Teaching is becoming more specialised. In earlier 
years, the focus of teaching institutions was on 
hiring multi-disciplinary artistes who could teach 
more than one art form among vocal, instrumental, 
percussion and even dance. The future seems to 
be with more specialised teachers. The keyboard, 
with its versatility and ever increasing technological 
sophistication, has seen a lot of interest among 
aspiring music students. Sadly, the same cannot 
be said for the harmonium - a vital accompanying 
instrument of Hindustani music and the acoustic 
fore-runner of the keyboard. There are a couple 
of teachers, but no full time harmonium players 
in Singapore, and visiting artistes often make 
do with serious amateurs, or multi-disciplinary 
instrumentalists and vocalists. Interest in the veena 
also seems to be on the wane, as is the case in 
India too. The difficulties of maintaining this beautiful 
instrument, and transporting it even locally, not to 
mention the intricacies of mastering this instrument 
capable of expressing minute subtleties of Carnatic 
music, no doubt also contribute to the decline in its 
popularity.
The future for the dance field looks to be very 
promising with so many interesting developments. 
Today, there is a plethora of talented dance 
accompanists, so putting together a qualified 
orchestra is relatively easy. The difficulty is in finding 
common rehearsal times for many accompanists, for 
whom the arts are not a full time career. Increasingly, 
dancers are resorting to dancing to recorded music, 
especially as recording and artiste costs are a lot 
lower in India and most dancers continue to make 
regular trips to the subcontinent to perform, to learn, 
to teach, to make costumes and to attend and 
participate in conferences and festivals. 
There are plenty of opportunities for dancers 
to collaborate with artistes of other genres and 
cultures, such as theatre, music, and dance from 
Malay, Chinese, and other Asian and Western 
cultures. As an audio-visual medium, Indian dance 
with its versatility in providing a basic body language 
that can express just about any story or theme, 
looks to continue to expand its reach into the other 
ethnic communities of Singapore. Today, the Indian 
performing arts companies in Singapore seem to 
focus on dance performances, both traditional and 
contemporary rather than on music recitals.
Hopefully the future will see the ‘Big 4’ continue to 
stabilise and become self-sustaining institutions 
maintaining high standards of teaching and 
performance. Some institutions are going through 
a phase of transition in management from the 
pioneering generation to the next, while others are 
still dominated by the pioneers. As the institutions 
grow in numbers, it may be difficult to maintain 
these institutions just on the backs of passionate 
volunteers. To have these institutions managed 
by professionals will be a big challenge but they 
seem well equipped to handle that challenge. 
There are courses on arts management now 
available locally, and the internet has made some 
aspects of management easier. Today, there are 
inexpensive software systems and solutions that 
drastically reduce the necessity of manpower for 
basic duties of collecting fees, payments for tickets, 
and publicising events. The hope is that the ‘Big 4’ 
will become the ‘Big 8’ in the near future. Already, 
some of the newer institutions are seeing student 
numbers in the hundreds, something that took a few 
decades for the pioneering institutions to achieve.
Two final trends, are those of the increasing growth 
of group performances, both orchestras as well 
as large dance productions and the emergence 
of home grown artistes and teachers. The Indian 
performing arts are uniquely solo arts in their 
training and exposition. The traditional concert 




performs with accompanists, and the artiste’s role 
is to convey her take on the bhava or emotional 
content of a raga or a dance piece to the audience, 
supported by the accompanists. In an institution 
that teaches hundreds of students, it is impossible 
to arrange solo opportunities for more than just a 
few of the most talented and gifted students. The 
growth in orchestra renditions and group dance 
performances seems set to grow, also giving rise 
to thematic recitals touching on innovative themes, 
in both traditional and contemporary genres, 
rather than classic concert patterns and traditional 
margam repertoires of solo musicians and dancers. 
This trend may make for newer ways of teaching 
from the basic exercises of sarali varisais, alankars 
and adavus (for Carnatic and Hindustani music, 
and Bharatanatyam), the students are taught to pay 
attention to others in the class. One constantly align 
oneself in timing, in rhythm, in movement to those 
one is learning with, so that it is that much easier to 
co-ordinate voices and movements in the eventual 
group performances.
With decades long histories, some of the institutions 
in Singapore have now produced completely “home 
grown” talent in both teaching and performing. 
This is a welcoming trend, as Singaporeans may 
no longer need to be dependent on accompanying 
artistes, or teachers from India, who, while being 
of the same ethnicity, may not share the same 
perspectives and world views of those who grew up 
in Singapore. This is just a small emerging trend, 
and it would be wonderful if it could be sustained, 
because that is the desired lasting impact of all the 
activities and efforts of these institutions – not just 
to graduate students with a diploma but to convert 
them into full-fledged artistes and teachers.
recoMMeNdAtIoNS
It is difficult to make recommendations that 
would work for everyone, for the large and small 
institutions, established and emerging artistes, 
government and private enablers. In line with global 
developments in other parts of the economy, a few 
important pointers emerge with significance across 
the spectrum:
1. Greater use of technology for learning and for 
 performance, including the use of the internet 
 and mobile technology to enhance learning 
 through tanpura apps, recorded lessons, Skype 
 sessions, and publicity through social media. 
 These new technological developments 
 can greatly reduce the costs and enhance the 
 effectiveness and reach of the Indian arts.
2. Greater collaboration with local non-Indian arts 
 institutions and with institutions in India, many of 
 which are eager to increase their cultural and 
 global reach. Increasingly, there are festivals 
 that feature collaborations between artistes of 
 different genres and countries, or curated 
 festivals and events that move from city to city 
 across the world. 
3. Collaboration of all local institutions in a festival 
 or mega productions, featuring local talent in all 
 genres of music and dance, including Carnatic 
 and Hindustani music and all dance forms, 
 including folk. While the different institutions 
 have indeed come together formally for special 
 events in the past, such as the staging of Ritu 
 Mahatmiyam in the early 1990s, and a 
 celebration of the tenth anniversary of the 
 Esplanade, an annual or at least biennial festival 
 with the support of the NAC, the Esplanade and 
 corporate sponsors would be a welcome 
 addition to the festival calendar. The celebration 
 of Singapore’s National Day on and around 
 August 9, suggests itself as a natural occasion 
 for this festival to avoid a clash with other Indian 
 festivals during the year.
4. Developing an audience. Every artiste and 
 institution needs to work on this mutually 
 supportive endeavour. Far too often, we see in 
 a festival of local artistes, that each artiste brings 
 with him or her, a small band of devoted fans 
 made up of friends and family. And when the 
 concert ends, the audience leaves too, to make 
 way for a new band of fans for the next artiste. 
 Music and dance appreciation programmes and 
 incorporating learning by listening (kelvi gnanam, 
 as they call it in Tamil) and viewing need to be 
 important components of the activities of teaching 
 institutions and independent teachers. They 
 should constantly exhort and incentivise students 
 to patronise the arts events of all Singaporean 
 institutions, not just the ones they belong to. 
 Today’s performances of the Indian traditional 
 arts already have a few non-Indians, local 
 residents as well as tourists in the audience, 




 and sometimes out of curiosity. This is a 
 potentially large “market” that remains untapped.
5. Singapore does have world class performance 
 venue infrastructure. But do we have world class 
 productions, and performances by local artistes 
 and institutions? Indian productions from 
 Singapore have enhanced in their production 
 values over the years, and as documented in 
 this book, have travelled the globe especially in the 
 last couple of decades. There needs to be a bigger 
 push towards becoming cultural ambassadors for 
 Singapore, and building and strengthening 
 cultural ties with both neighbouring countries, 
 and with global economic and trading partners 
 of Singapore across the world. All artistes today 
 should aspire to appeal to reach a global 
 audience.
6. Continued Government support. This will continue 
 to be key, especially in the areas of housing and 
 performance grants. The Indian arts are at that 
 critical stage of development where a little more 
 sustained support may see them break through 
 to the next level to becoming robust production 
 companies and self-supporting teaching 
 institutions. The danger of course is in these 
 institutions becoming over reliant on easy 
 financial support from the NAC. Perhaps an 
 emphasis on showing that an institution or 
 artiste is developing an audience, not just for 
 themselves, but for all of Singapore, could be 
 made a requisite component of arts grant 
 proposals. Making efforts at multi-lingual 
 subtitling, at reaching out to new segments of 
 audiences, of developing informative brochures 
 and websites, or conducting appreciation 
 workshops and seminars, could be some of the 
 ways in which institutions could justify their 
 audience building credentials.
7. Mass media support. Barring an exception 
 or two, the mass media sadly are not as major 
 supporters of the arts today as they were in the 
 past. Luckily, the inexpensive, even free newer 
 internet-based media have lessened the impact 
 of that loss of support. Artistes and institutions 
 also need to realise of course that media 
 companies are not charities; they are business 
 entities that need to offer content relevant to 
 their audiences. So that remains the challenge 
 of the traditional performers of the Indian arts in 
 Singapore, like their traditional counterparts 
 across the world – to convince the media, the 
 audience, and sponsors, that the arts they purvey 
 are timeless and universal in their appeal. It is 
 not a particularly difficult persuasion task, given 
 the richness, beauty and timelessness of their 
 forms, but it requires some new thinking about 
 how to present the classics in ways that continue 
 to touch the hearts, minds and souls of today’s 
 audiences.
These are happy times for the Indian arts in 
Singapore. The Indian Heritage Centre has just 
opened, providing a new source of energy to the 
Little India hub of much Indian cultural activity. 
Festivals of music and dance abound. There 
continues to be a constant influx of new talent from 
the subcontinent, even as there is a reverse journey 
of Singaporean artistes settling into the music and 
dance scene in India. Government and support 
from foundations and individual donors remains as 
strong as ever. 
Singapore looks set for another long period of 
dramatic growth – in quality and quantity – of Indian 
arts, artistes and institutions. Majulah, Singapore 
Indian arts!
